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Science and Security 


: Whatever hopes may have been 
raised by the success of Israel’s U.S.- 
built military equipment over Syria's 
Soviet arms, London’s International 
Institute for Strategic Studies con- 
tends the Soviets are closing the mili- 
tary technology gap. The only good 
thing we can find to say about this is 
that American scientists are appar- 
ently beginning to take the issue seri- 
ously. 

• The disturbing thing about the So- 
viet gains is that some of them appar- 
ently have been made through overt 
and legal means. Ball bearing ma- 
chines that enabled improved missile 
accuracy were simply purchased sev- 
eral years ago. And the Pentagon has 
been complaining for months now 
about information traded away 
through scientific exchanges. 

' The Reagan administration is try- 
ing to clamp down on technology 
transfers of military significance to 
the Soviet Union. It has beefed up 
counterespionage and lengthened the 
last of proscribed technology exports. 
It is also trying to reduce the 
exchange of sensitive information be- 
tween American and Soviet scientists. 
This latter effort initially met with 
considerable backlash from American 
Scientists, who relish an open dialogue 
v-ith foreign colleagues. 

But now the National Academy of 
Sciences has assessed the problem 
and offers considerable support for 
the administration. "There has been a 
substantial transfer of U.S. technol- 
ogy-much of it directly relevant to 
military systems -to the Soviet Union 
from diverse sources,’’ it says in a 
report published last week. 

“The Soviet Union,” the report 
notes, “is exploiting U.S.-U.S.S.R. 


exchange programs by giving intelli- 
gence assignments to some of its par- 
ticipating nationals.” The academy 
also warns that as more university 
scientists expand their work into tech- 
nologies with military relevance, “the 
university campus will come to be 
viewed as a place providing much bet- 
ter opportunities for the illegal acqui- 
sition of technology.” 

The NAS report lists several ways 
the government could further restrict ’ 
the flow of sensitive information to the : 
Soviet Union, including tighter classP " 
fication of scientific data of military 
relevance and better screening of sci- 
entists coming to the U.S. But it also 
says that the U.S. might have to pay a 
price for such a reduction in scientific 
exchange. "With respect to U.S. mili- 
tary and economic progress, controls 
may slow the rate of scientific ad- 
vance and thus reduce the rate of 
technological innovation.” 

While it may be true that improved 
security will create domestic inhibi- 
tions, we doubt that much will be lost 
from retaliatory efforts the Soviets 
might make. The NAS concedes that 
there has been a “net flow" from the 
U.S. to the U.S.S.R. and other analy- 
ses have concluded that the U.S. has 
obtained very little useful scientific in- 
formation in these exchanges. Indeed, 
there is evidence that the Soviets de- 
liberately tried to delay the U.S. 
space program by providing false in- 
formation in the 1960s suggesting that « 
space travel was dangerous to human i 
health. ! 

If the gap in military technology 
has been nearly closed, it is no small 
matter. But if American scientists are 
awakening to the risks this entails, we 
at least are making progress of a 
sort. 
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